Follow up to the European Parliament resolution on recognising and promoting cross-border voluntary activities in the EU, adopted by the Commission on 26 September 2012
1.
Rapporteur: Marco SCURRIA (EPP/IT)

2.
EP reference number: A7-0166/2012 / P7_TA(2012)0236

3.
Date of adoption of the Resolution: 12 June 2012

4.
Subject: Further steps to recognise and promote voluntary activity beyond the European Year of Volunteering 2011 at EU level and in the Member States

5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: Committee on Culture and Education (CULT)

6.
Brief analysis/assessment of the Resolution and requests made in it:

The Resolution recognises the value of volunteering, highlighting its potential to contribute to social inclusion, social involvement, solidarity and intercultural learning and to provide citizens with new skills increasing their employability and mobility (paragraphs 5, 10, 11, 25, 26). It stresses the need to make volunteering accessible to young people with fewer opportunities, older people, immigrants and minorities (paragraphs 4, 6, 23, 24, 25, 30). Cooperation between volunteers from the EU and neighbouring countries can help fostering democracy and the rule of law (paragraph 7) and highlights the importance of high quality in volunteering through adequate training and information exchange (paragraphs 12, 14, 15, 18). The Parliament emphasizes the role, voluntary activity can play in EU policies and calls on the Commission to give due recognition to volunteering in its policies and programmes (paragraphs 59, 60, 61).

The Resolution calls on the Commission to make existing and future EU funding programmes more accessible for volunteers and volunteering organisations (paragraphs 26, 54, 56), to communicate EU programmes to volunteers and organisations, and proposes to set up a centralised EU volunteering portal (paragraphs 12, 19, 20, 52, 55), and to allocate funding for the development of a Volunteer Centre Development Fund aimed at developing infrastructure to support volunteering (paragraph 62). The Commission is invited to give high profile to volunteering in sport (paragraph 28) and to create synergies between the European Years (paragraphs 64, 65). The Parliament recommends to the Commission to maintain the contact points developed during the European Year 2011 with the National Coordinating Bodies and the EYV 2011 Alliance and its successor Volunteer Platform, to set up a cross-border network of voluntary organisations (paragraphs 57, 68, 69) and to implement, where appropriate, the Policy Agenda on Volunteering in Europe PAVE (paragraph 70). The European Parliament supports the Commission's proposal for a "European Skills Passport" provided that it takes account of volunteering (paragraphs 31 to 38) and suggests to add a volunteering dimension to the European credit transfer system for students ECTS and to the European Qualification Framework EQF (paragraphs 33, 39, 40). It supports the setting up of a European Voluntary Aid Corps (paragraph 42).

Council and Commission are requested to make progress in negotiating easier visa regimes for non-EU citizens wishing to enter the EU for the purpose of volunteering (paragraph 8) and national, regional and local authorities and the EU are invited to simplify administrative procedures including tax incentives (paragraphs 44, 45). The Resolution calls on the Commission to identify obstacles to cross-border volunteering and, where appropriate, submit legislative proposals (paragraph 13) and to propose a mechanism to allow Member States to exempt voluntary non-profit organisations from VAT (paragraph 46) as well as a European Statute for Associations (paragraph 58).

Member States are called on to draw up national strategies to develop volunteering activities, to set national targets and to recognise the rights of volunteers including the health insurance and social security arrangements in cross-border voluntary activities (paragraphs 1, 2, 3, 27, 47, 49), to implement the Council Directive 2004/114/EC on the admission of third-country nationals in the EU (paragraph 9), to support cooperation between volunteering organisations within the EU and beyond, to open national schemes for cross-border volunteering, to communicate existing EU programmes offering funding opportunities for volunteers (paragraphs 11, 17 19, 52, 53), to promote the use of volunteer time as matching funding for European projects (paragraph 16), to support employee volunteering and employer-supported volunteering also in the context of corporate social responsibility (paragraph 41) and to adopt the ILO Manual on the Measurement of Volunteer Work (paragraphs 21, 22).

7.
Response to requests and overview of action taken, or intended to be taken, by the Commission:
The European Commission recalls the importance of recognising and promoting volunteering, in particular cross-border volunteering as underlined in its Communication on EU Policies and Volunteering of 20 September 2011. It stresses in particular the potential of volunteering for strengthening social cohesion, the development of civil society and the importance of volunteering for the area of sport (paragraphs 28, 52) as stated respectively in the Council Conclusions on the role of voluntary activities in social policy of 3 October 2011 and in the Council Conclusions on the role of voluntary activities in sport promoting active citizenship of 29/11/2011. In this respect, the Commission welcomes the European Parliament Resolution.

In its Communication on EU Policies and Volunteering the Commission recognizes the important role volunteering plays in addressing human, social and environmental needs and outlines its importance for many sectors including culture, environment and climate  as requested by the Parliament (paragraph 29).

In relation to proposals for making EU programmes more available for volunteers and volunteering organisations and targeting young people with fewer opportunities, older people, immigrants and minorities, the Commission will implement them through the future generation of EU funding programmes, in particular "Erasmus for All" and "Europe for Citizens" (paragraphs 4, 6, 23, 54, 56, 60, 61).

While a centralised volunteering portal will not be established, the Commission intends to create an EU portal on youth volunteering in 2012 and will use the website of the "Europe for Citizens" Programme to disseminate general information on volunteering (paragraphs 12, 20, 55).

During the European Year 2011, the Commission promoted widely the use of the ILO Manual on the Measurement of Volunteer Work that has been implemented so far in two Member States; others have shown interest (paragraphs 21, 22).

The Commission ensures strong synergies with the European Year 2012 and will explore synergies between the European Year 2011 and the European Year of Citizens 2013 (paragraphs 64, 65). The civil society's Policy Agenda for Volunteering has been distributed to Commission services and was launched officially in some Member States (paragraphs 70). The Commission recognises and values the work of the National Coordinating Bodies for the European Year of Volunteering 2011 and the EYV2011 Alliance and will further develop working relations in the context of the "Europe for Citizens" Programme, in particular its structured dialogue and of the European Year of Citizens 2013 (paragraphs 19, 57, 68, 69). It is not foreseen to develop a European Volunteer Centre Fund, as requested by the European Parliament (paragraph 62).

The Commission recalls that its proposal for a "European Skills Passport", scheduled for 2012, will include skills acquired through voluntary activity. However, the proposal does not foresee a volunteering dimension to the "European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System" and the "European Qualifications Framework" (paragraphs 31, 32, 33, 35, 38, 39, 40).

The Commission already has a well-established framework in place to promote volunteering amongst its staff in their own time; and is currently developing a framework for the use of volunteering for staff training. It therefore will not be implementing the "Solidarité proposal" as such (paragraphs 66, 67).

The European Humanitarian Aid Corps will be set up in 2014 following three years of preparatory measures and pilot projects (paragraphs 29, 42, 43).

Regarding the Parliament's request to improve visa requirements for non EU-citizens, the Commission wishes to stress that – following its report "on the application of the Directive 2004/114/EC on the conditions of admission for third country nationals for the purpose of studies, pupil exchange, unremunerated training or voluntary service" of 28 September 2011 – it has taken preparatory steps to amend the Directive in 2012 (paragraph 8).
The Commission identified obstacles to cross-border volunteering in its Communication on EU Policies and Volunteering of September 2011. The European Year of Volunteering contributed to the adoption and the renewal of national volunteering strategies in a number of Member States. Four Member States adopted for the first time national Laws on volunteering issues. Regarding the remaining obstacles impeding volunteering (for example problems with health insurance and social security regimes for cross-border volunteers), the Commission wishes to stress that it is the Member States' responsibility to take necessary steps. A public consultation was launched in the context of the preparation of the citizenship report 2013 to identify still remaining obstacles (paragraphs 13, 48).

Regarding the Parliament's request to propose a European Statute for Associations (paragraph 58), the Commission recognizes in its Social Business Initiative of 25 October 2011 the need for a possible European Statute for other forms of social enterprise such as non-profit-making associations and/or a possible common European Statute for social enterprises. To achieve this, once the European Foundation Statute proposal has been adopted, the Commission will organise a high-level meeting between key stakeholders from all sectors involved in social entrepreneurship, the European Parliament and the Council in order to consider the initiatives to be taken to improve the legal framework for social enterprises at European level.

At this stage, the Commission does not intend to propose a mechanism to allow Member States wishing to exempt voluntary non-profit organisations from VAT (paragraphs 44, 46).

Regarding the proposal to recognise the use of volunteer time as matching funding for European projects, it is de facto implemented in many EU funding programmes using flat rates and fixed amounts for grants (paragraph 63).
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